Turning on to black theater by Worley, Karen
In a soap opera scene, sherry wyatt knows the situation, but Ed Manney doesn't. Through the Questions she asks, 
he flgures out the situation and plays along. 
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TURNIN6 
ON TO 
BLACK 
THEATER 
FEW STUDENTS get excited about a 
3:40 p.m. class. But, then, this is no 
ordinary class. 
"The time flies by so fast," says 
freshman Taryn Corbett of her two-hour 
Black Theatre Workshop, in which 20 
students get turned on to theater 
through visiting professor Clyde Ruffin. 
The 29-year-old is an assistant profes-
sor of performing arts and black studies 
at Washington University in St. Louis. 
The workshop, a t wo-semester course 
that will cu lmina t e in a University 
Theatre product ion of "Rituals" this 
spri ng, is one of seven Black Studies 
courses currently offered at Mizzou. Black 
Studies Coordinator Carolyn Dorsey 
hopes such courses will help retain 
black st udents. IIIf you' re involved, 
you feel more a part of the Campus," 
she says . 
The Black Theatre Workshop's future, 
like the fate of many other programs on 
Campus, hangs on a thin thread of finan-
cial support . Ruffin's salary is provided 
through th e provost's office. In 1980, 
a total of $1,566 in unrestricted Develop-
ment Fund gift money was set aside to 
initiate a black theater group. 
Each Th ursday, the Black Theatre 
Workshop begins with breathing exer-
cises . "Let's bring all our focus into this 
place," Ruff in's soothing voice suggests. 
"Forget the frus trations of the day. Don't 
worry about supper or the test you have 
next week, If he says. 
Then , it's into "mind your body" 
Clyde Ruffin encourages his students 
to take their unique dally experiences 
and "recreate them artistically as the 
truth ." 
warm-ups, all movements that define the 
body within space . In theater, control of 
your body is paramount because "your 
body is your instrument," Ruffin says. 
The s t udents soon rea li ze t heater 
takes a high degree of training. The tech-
niques and principles are the same as 
in any theater course; the slant is that 
Ruffin is making them re levant on an 
ethnic and cultural scale. 
One class exercise, a favorite with 
the students, is storytell ing. Ruffin sets 
the stage by introducing characters and 
the situation, then the students, one-
by-one, thicken the plot. Ruffin says 
this exercise not on ly reawa kens t he 
creative impulses that students had as 
chi ldren, but i t also develops the 
imaginat ion and helps them think on 
their feet. 
DURIN G VOI CE exercises, students 
learn to control pi tch and volume. One 
exercise makes comparisons, th rough 
vowel sounds, between standard Amer-
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Gina Wood (left), Mary Harris and Ailsa McDonald learn how to "mind their bodies" by concentrating on a 
simUltaneous voice and movement exercise. 
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iean Engli sh and the black dia lect (e,g., 
royal vs. rawl). 
"Many young black people trained in 
thcater arc t ra ined to s peak standard 
En~lish in class ical lit erature," Ruffin 
says, "yet th ey're cast in roles speeifi c,l ll y 
writte n to be played by a black person. If 
you're black, you ce rta inl y ought to be 
able to portray a black character." 
Harri e t King, a sophomore th ea ter 
major from St. Louis, has become more in-
teres ted in writing through th e workshop. 
" We should take what our grandmothers 
told us and usc that to write plays," she 
says . 
T he sha ring of ex peri ences could be 
even more meani ngful if the class wcre 
int egrat ed. While open to all University 
student s, the workshop has on ly black eo-
rolle es. "The more different types of 
people you can have," says psychology 
major Co rbett , " th e more you expa nd 
your knowledge." 
Beyond acti ng, th ere arc benefit s 
to the class. " It 's making us reali ze we 
have the ability to do an ything we watll 
if we pay attention to oursel ves," says 
Kim Simmons, a speech and drama 
ed ucation major. Ruffin "makes us listen 
to each o ther; to work as a uni!. " she 
adds. Form erly an introvert, Corbett 
says, " You ca n' t be shy in that class." 
Ruffin , who has bee n successfu l at 
breaking dow n his students' inhibi ti ons, 
plays a starring role with his st udent s, 
" I've always been proud of bei ng black, " 
says Steve Gamage, a sophomore theater 
major from SI. Loui s, Ikc'lUse of Ruffin, 
" I feci prouder," Unlike some of his Stu-
dents, though, who arc bound and de-
termined to make it on Broadway, Ruffin 
decided, aft er graduating with a 13A and 
M FA from the Universi ty of Iowa in Iowa 
City, to use hi s talent to benefit others. 
Consequentl y, he helps hi s church do its 
Chri st mas pla y and sacrifices a day out 
of every weck for the 250-mile-round-trip 
tre k to Co lumbia to teach . With one 
se m es ter down and one to go, Ruffin 
rea li zcs, "There's no amOLlnt of money 
that could acco unt for that perso nal 
sacrifice." 
WI NTER SEMESTER, the class will de· 
vote to prepa ring for " Ritual s," an epic 
poem (written by Ruffin's former student, 
Nkene Mawusi) that he has adapted for 
the st.lge. He promises it will be an "eye 
opener for black people as well as whites." 
Throu~h songs, dia log, rhythmi c speaking 
and stra igh t narration, the s tudents will 
dramatize the rituals surrounding death 
and dying, reli gio n, chi ldhood :md first 
love, cating and part yi ng. 
King says th e cl ass looks a t th e produc-
ti on as "a chance to show Ollr abi lity to 
act. " According to Dorsey, th.1t 'S some-
thing - especially in major ro lcs- black 
Sill dents don 't gc t much of an opportu nit y 
to do, ci ting th at one of th e prob lems is 
numbers. (Of 249 undergraduate speech 
and dramatic arts majors, 11 arc black 
compared 10 24,774 Mizzou stud ents of 
whom R92 arc black.) 
THERE ARE SO ME bLack st udent s, 
says Or. Weldon Durham, associa te pro-
fessor of speec h and dramatic art and 
di rector of theat er, who are " not ready to 
ge t into Uni ve rsity Thea tre prod uctions 
without the benefi t of this more closed 
experience. Insof:JT as t hey want it (the 
Black Theat re Workshop). I th in k th ere's 
a need for iL" 
Beyond the compe tition for available 
roles that any student confronts in open 
audition s, anothe r ci rcums tance t hat 
excl ud es peop le from theater is avai lable 
plays . There arc relative ly few ro les writ-
ten excl usi vely for blacks. "There 
a ren't many Othe l1os," Du rh am says. 
" It 's co nceivable to m e," though " to 
have a MacBeth uf any color." 
Conce rning the lack of ilvailable roles 
for black s tudcnt s, Ruffi n t hin ks tb e 
att itude of the theater departm ent sim ply 
reflects thc ge neral atti t ude of people with-
in thc entertai nment industry. People in 
the theater department, li ke many others, 
are not willi ng to tak e the artist ic risk 
to cast blacks in roles not specifi ed by 
race . They th ink it complicates the play 
unnecessarily and that the audience will 
not be able to accept it as bcli evable . 
Ruffin disagrees: " I think it takcs the 
audience five minutes to ad just. Then they 
get into the pla y." 
Noting that one ca n on ly lea rn so 
much in the classroom, Ruffin sa ys a 
permanent Black Theatre Wor ks h op 
wou ld "guarantee student s who want to 
perform ample opportunity to do so as 
well as give them a chance at th e bigger 
rolcs. It creates :1 so rt of equalit y fo r 
evcryone without forcing anyon e to do 
something they don't want todD," he says. 
At the same time, it "broadens the Uni -
versity'S outreach into th e community 
and automatically creates more variety in 
the season's offcrings."-Karen Worley 
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